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1.0 OVERVIEW 

Used as a singular mode or as part of a multi-modal network, rail transport is one of the five modes of freight 

transportation. For North Carolina, the rail system allows the state access to national and international trade 

destinations. Provided within this profile is a facility overview, the latest modal trends, and future flow projections of 

North Carolinaôs rail freight movements. Furthermore, an outline of data analysis, stakeholder perspectives, and 

key references is provided to produce an up-to-date and accurate analysis of North Carolinaôs rail and related 

freight programs.  

1.1 Data Sources and Methodology 

This modal profile is designed to support the 2022 North Carolina Multimodal Freight Plan and update key data 

metrics found in the 2017 Plan. Datasets used in the analysis for this profile include: 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)1 

As part of the broad range of employment analysis provided by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), the 

Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) program publishes quarterly employment and wage data 

reported by employers covering 95% of U.S. jobs. BLS data was used to evaluate how North Carolinaôs 

employment rates compare to the rest of the U.S. in top, high-level industries. 

Surface Transportation Board ï Carload Waybill Sample & Uniform Rail 

Costing System (URCS)2 

The Surface Transportation Board (STB) is an independent federal agency charged with the economic regulation of 

various modes, with a primary focus on freight rail. Various data resources from STB were used to develop this 

profile. The Carload Waybill Sample is a stratified sample of carload waybill data for all categories of U.S. rail traffic. 

A confidentiality agreement is required to access North Carolinaôs sample as it contains sensitive shipping and 

revenue information. Updated data on current flows and levels of service was acquired for intermodal and carload 

rail services. Intermodal services include a wide variety of goods ranging from automotive parts, to bottled water, to 

toys or various other commodities typically transported in containers or trailers. Carload rail services consist mostly 

of bulk commodities such as coal, agricultural products, and nonmetallic minerals and products. These bulk 

commodities are transported in boxcars, tankers, and hopper cars. Additionally, the Uniform Rail Costing System 

(URCS) was used to calculate the empty return ratios for intermodal and carload rail services for the two Class I 

railroads. Class I railroads are typically used for long-haul transportation of commodities and have operating 

revenues reaching or exceeding $500 million annually that run through North Carolina.  

 

1 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) https://www.bls.gov/cew/ 

2 Surface Transportation Board (STB) https://www.stb.gov/reports-data/ 

https://www.bls.gov/cew/
https://www.stb.gov/reports-data/
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Freight Analysis Framework (FAF)3 

The Freight Analysis Framework (FAF) is produced through a partnership between the Bureau of Transportation 

Statistics (BTS) and the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA). FAF integrates data from various sources to 

create a comprehensive picture of freight commodity movement among states and major metropolitan areas by all 

modes of transportation. The 2017 Commodity Flow Survey and international data from the U.S. Census Bureau 

serve as the backbone of FAF and are integrated with supplementary data sources that capture goods movement 

in various sectors. The current version of FAF (5.2) provides estimates for tonnage (unit: thousand tons) and value 

(unit: million USD) by origin-destination pairs of FAF regions, commodity type, and mode for the base year (2017) 

and the forecast years (2020-2050). This framework was used to analyze current and projected flows (outbound, 

inbound, and intrastate) for the state of North Carolina.  

Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) Office of Safety Analysis4 

The Federal Railroad Administration (FRA) is one of the agencies within the U.S. Department of Transportation 

(DOT) concerned with intermodal transportation. The Office of Safety Analysis provides railroad safety information 

including accidents and incidents, inventory, and highway-rail crossing data that is made available to the public. 

This database was used to analyze rail safety trends for the past ten years.  

NCDOT Rail Division 

Priorities for the stateôs rail system were identified in coordination with the North Carolina Department of 

Transportation (NCDOT) Rail Division across a 30-year horizon. Goals and objectives that reflect NCDOT Rail 

Division priorities include:  

¶ Addressing rail system safety concerns, 

¶ Growing freight rail access and capacity, 

¶ Addressing risks to system resiliency,  

¶ Integrating freight and passenger rail into the multimodal transportation network, and 

¶ Advancing a corridor-level approach to rail planning and investment. 

1.2 Profile Organization 

The rail modal profile is organized as follows: 

Section 2 describes the existing state of the rail system in North Carolina in terms of infrastructure and capacity 

and how the rail network and major facilities connect to the overall multimodal transportation system.  

Section 3 details freight rail demand in North Carolina, highlighting industries and markets served, level of service, 

system deficiencies, and safety.  

 

3 Freight Analysis Framework (FAF) https://faf.ornl.gov/faf5/Default.aspx 

4 FRA Office of Safety Analysis https://safetydata.fra.dot.gov/OfficeofSafety/default.aspx 

https://faf.ornl.gov/faf5/Default.aspx
https://safetydata.fra.dot.gov/OfficeofSafety/default.aspx
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Section 4 identifies future performance and long-term trends that shape future freight rail opportunities and 

articulates the current rail needs of North Carolinaôs statewide freight network. 

Section 5 provides a needs assessment that identifies needs and opportunities specific to the Stateôs rail system 

and intermodal services.  

2.0  STATE RAIL SYSTEM 

North Carolinaôs intermodal rail system is comprised of the interconnected rail network and the major intermodal rail 

terminals and facilities where freight is loaded, unloaded, or transferred. North Carolinaôs rail system is a major 

economic driver that supports the stateôs economy by stimulating growth, providing jobs, connecting urban and 

rural regions, and serving as a critical link to other state, regional, and national economic marketplaces. 

2.1 Rail Network 

The state rail network consists of the rail lines, owners, operators, and grade crossings where tracks intersect with 

roadways. 

Rail Lines 

North Carolina has approximately 3,200-miles of railroad track. Within this widespread network are two Class I 

railroads, including Norfolk Southern (NS) and CSX Transportation (CSX), as well as 24 freight short line railroads 

that connect businesses and industries to domestic and global markets. NCDOT owns several rail lines which are 

preserved for future use and are not currently in use. These lines are not part of the current freight rail network in 

North Carolina. Around 70% of the rail system is operated and managed by NS and CSX, while the remainder is 

managed by short line owners. Included in this network is a 317-mile corridor, owned and managed by the North 

Carolina Railroad Company (NCRR). NCRR is an independent and private business corporation with 100% of stock 

owned by the state of North Carolina. This 317-mile corridor stretches from Charlotte to the Port of Morehead City. 

Through a long-standing agreement, NS leases and operates these tracks, while CSX also uses a portion of the 

corridor. The stateôs rail network connects North Carolinaôs two deep water ports, the Port of Wilmington and the 

Port of Morehead City, four existing inland intermodal terminals, 21 rail yards, and more than 70 transload facilities 

across the state. Figure 2.1 identifies railroad owners and operators in North Carolina and Table 2.1 shows the 

breakdown of the route mileage.   
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FIGURE 2.1 TRACK OWNERSHIP AND RAILROAD OPERATORS IN NORTH CAROLINA  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: NCDOT Rail Division (4th quarter 2021 Shapefile)  














































































